During the first forty years of the 18th century the medical school at Leiden University had a worldwide reputation for the quality of its teaching. Herman Boerhaave (1668-1738) worked at Leiden (then spelt Leyden) for most of this period, and was almost entirely responsible for the high standing of the institution at that time. For many years he held simultaneous professorships in medicine, botany and chemistry, and was still teaching clinical medicine up to the time of his death in September, 1738. As a master of bedside teaching Boerhaave can be regarded as the originator of modem medical educationl. Huge numbers of foreign students went to Leiden to learn from him, the greatest proportion being from Britain. Of these one-third were from Scotland, and such was his influence that Edinburgh Medical School was founded on his ideas. This, in turn, was the model for North America's first faculty of medicine in Philadelphia, and for subsequent colleges across the Atlantic. How did Boerhaave come to be so influential?
After the siege of Leiden in 1575, the townspeople who had successfully stood up to the Spanish were offered a reward by William the Silent, Prince of Orange. They had the choice of the foundation of a university or freedom from taxation for ten years. They chose the former, and Leiden University soon acquired the high reputation it enjoys to this day.
In the 16th century Padua was the centre of medical excellence. Its influence suffered after the Reformation when non-Catholics were excluded from the main college, though one was created for them laterl. In 1707 Boerhaave published his Institutes, which set out his teaching in physiology, pathology, symptomatology and therapeutics. His Aphorisms, which dealt with his concept of diagnosis and treatment, followed in 1708. These works went into several editions during his lifetime and were translated into many languages including Arabic. They became standard textbooks in European medical schools4. Botany and chemistry were an important part of the medical curriculum at Leiden. The Leiden Botanic Garden was founded in 1587 and is one of the oldest in Europe. William Oliver, who also spent time in Leiden, was leading physician in Bath, the country's most fashionable watering-place. He played a major role in the creation of the Mineral Water Hospital, and was its chief physician for twenty years7. Oliver became a Fellow of the Royal Society. His most important publication was Practical Essay on the Use and Abuse of Warm Bathing in Gouty Cases. He is still remembered for an eponymous biscuit whose blandness was thought beneficial for the over-indulged stomachs of the day. When the Prince Regent and the dictates of fashion led the sick to Brighton it was another ex-pupil of Boerhaave and Fellow of the Royal Society, Richard Russell, who argued for the benefits of sea-bathing.
William Hillary, another of Boehaave's former students to work in Bath, mentioned his debt to his teacher in An inquiry into the Means of improving Medical Knowledge (1761). He is also remembered for work carried out in his native Yorkshire on a possible correlation between weather and epidemics and for his analysis of the water at Lincomb, near Bath. He spent many years in the West Indies, and Diseases of Barbados is one of the first treatises by an Englishman on tropical diseases9.
SCIENTISTS AND WRITERS
Among ex-students who contributed to scientific knowledge was botanist William Houston, who returned from a visit to Jamaica with plant material for the Chelsea Physic Garden. This was added to the collection already made During the 18th century Boerhaave had remarkable influence, as his students worked throughout the world, gaining academic awards and founding medical schools based on his principles. Some say that Boerhaave had no enduring effect on medical thought because he produced little research10. It is, however, as a teacher that he is remembered, and his inspiration undoubtedly urged others to heights of scholarship and academic distinction. Former student Albrecht von Haller, 1708-1777, who founded the medical school at Gottingen in 1736, said he was 'filled with unbelievable delight when I heard him explain for the first time the true medicine'1l.
